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JOHANNESBURG, May 16 -- Zimbabwe's long-awaited runoff election between President Robert Mugabe and opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai has been scheduled for June 27, election officials announced Friday.

The date is nearly three months after the March 29 vote, in which Tsvangirai came in first but did not win the clear majority necessary to avoid a runoff, according to election officials. The second-round of voting was, by law, supposed to happen within 21 days. Tsvangirai's Movement for Democratic Change, which has maintained that the electoral commission rigged results to prevent it from winning a majority, confirmed Friday that it plans to participate in the runoff despite widespread political violence in Zimbabwe and unexplained delays in releasing results and in scheduling the runoff vote.

Party spokesman Nelson Chamisa called the delays "completely outrageous," but said the opposition is determined to challenge the ruling Zimbabwe African National Union-Patriotic Front, which has ruled the nation since its founding 28 years ago.

"We are going to defeat Robert Mugabe and ZANU-PF any time, any place, any how," Chamisa said, speaking from Harare, the capital of Zimbabwe. "We have to make sure we defeat the dictatorship once and for all."

Official elections results show that Tsvangirai got 47.9 percent of the vote on March 29, compared to 43.2 percent for Mugabe, with independent candidates getting the rest. Mugabe lost significant support in his traditional rural strongholds, and attacks on opposition supporters have been focused in these areas as the ruling party seeks to bring wayward voters back in line.

Dozens of opposition supporters have died so far in the violence, according to tallies kept by human rights groups. More than 1,000 have been injured, and tens of thousands have fled their homes.

Zimbabwean political analysts are divided on whether the violence has undermined Tsvangirai's support or strengthened the resolve of his voters. He is due to return to the nation to begin campaigning this weekend, party officials say.
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